Market Channels of Technology Startups that Internationalize Rapidly from Inception by Simar Yoos
Technology Innovation Management Review October 2012
32 www.timreview.ca
Market Channels of Technology Startups
that Internationalize Rapidly from Inception
Simar Yoos
Introduction
Startups  that  internationalize  rapidly  from  inception 
are referred to as “born globals.” These born globals are 
different  from  traditional  startups  in  terms  of  their 
growth  processes.  While  born  globals  internationalize 
rapidly  from  inception,  conventional  approaches  to 
internationalization  stress  the  pre-engagement  phase 
of  a  startup,  during  which  a  startup  first  develops  its 
domestic market and then thinks about selling abroad. 
According  to  Gabrielsson  and  Kirpalani  (2012; 
tinyurl.com/9l65o9b),  born  globals:  i)  perform  better  than 
startups  that  follow  the  conventional  approach  to 
internationalization; ii) use the Internet extensively; iii) 
target  homogeneous  customers  that  are  concentrated 
globally; iv) offer very innovative products and services; 
v) are very effective at levering networks and business 
ecosystems;  and  vi)  exhibit  a  greater  entrepreneurial 
orientation than other firms. What we do not know is 
what  channels  to  market,  in  addition  to  the  Internet, 
born  globals  use  and  how  they  support  their  channel 
partners.
A  channel  to  market  is  a  set  of  interdependent 
organizations  involved  in  the  process  of  making  a 
product  or  service  available  for  use  or  consumption 
(Tybout  and  Calder,  2010;  tinyurl.com/9hqhwnp).  Servais, 
Madsen,  and  Rasmussen  (2006;  tinyurl.com/9cn3z4g) 
examine the global expansion of born-global firms and 
their use of the Internet as a channel to market. They 
conclude  that  born-global  firms  rely  on  the  Internet 
more intensely than other firms. 
Technology startups that internationalize rapidly from 
inception  require  relationships  with  individuals  and 
The  study  of  technology  startups  that  internationalize  rapidly  from  inception  has  in-
creased in recent years. However, little is known about their channels to market. This art-
icle addresses a gap in the "born global" literature by examining the channels used by six 
startups that internationalized rapidly from inception as well as the programs they used to 
support their channel partners and customers. The six startups examined combined the 
use  of  the  Internet  with:  i)  a  relationship  with  a  multi-national,  ii)  distributors,  iii)  re-
sellers, or iv) a direct sales force. They also delivered programs to support partners and 
customers that focused on communications, alliance and network development, educa-
tion, marketing and promotion, and financial incentives. 
This article informs entrepreneurs who need to design go-to-market channels to exploit 
global opportunities about decisions made by other entrepreneurs who launched born-
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help entrepreneurs explain and apply the results presented in this article. 
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organizations  in  the  host  country  to  overcome  local 
market barriers and enter new markets (Johanson and 
Vahlne,  2003;  tinyurl.com/8mljm7z).  Reputation  and  co-
operation  with  individuals  and  organizations  in  host 
countries are important for internationalization (Kotha 
et al., 2010; tinyurl.com/9b68kq5). In addition, born globals 
may  leverage  the  channels  and  networks  of  large 
companies  to  expand  rapidly  (Coviello  and  Munro, 
1997:  tinyurl.com/955p49s;  Grabrielsson  et  al.,  2008: 
tinyurl.com/998amz9). 
Therefore,  examining  "social  ties  independently  of 
inter-organizational  networks"  (Ellis,  2008;  tinyurl.com/
9heekay)  is  important.  Marlova,  Manev,  and  Gyoshev 
(2010;  tinyurl.com/9f5vbmo)  confirm  that  networks  are 
essential  links  to  internationalization.  They  highlight 
the critical role that interpersonal ties have on alliance 
formation.
This article addresses a gap in the born-global literature 
by  identifying:  i)  the  channels  to  market  used  by  six 
technology  startups  that  internationalized  rapidly  and 
ii)  the  programs  that  they  delivered  to  support  their 
channel  partners  (i.e.,  support  programs). 
Entrepreneurs  can  use  the  results  to  learn  about 
decisions made by founders of born-global companies. 
The  article  is  organized  as  follows.  The  next  section 
reviews  what  is  known  about  channels  to  market  as 
they  pertain  to  born-global  firms.  Following  this,  the 
channels  to  market  and  partner-support  programs  of 
six startups are identified. The last section provides the 
conclusions. 
Channels to Market
Gabrielsson  and  Kirpalani  (2004;  tinyurl.com/cnmtekt) 
suggest  that  startups  that  internationalize  rapidly 
mainly rely on two channels to market: i) the Internet 
and  ii)  a  relationship  with  a  large  multinational  firm 
where  both  the  startup  and  the  large  firm  are  both 
dependent  on  the  outcome.  Gabrielsson  and 
Gabrielsson (2010;  tinyurl.com/8d7sc6b) concluded that: i) 
the  frequency  of  Internet-based  channel  usage 
increases during the globalization process of the firm; 
ii)  most  firms  use  an  Internet-based  sales  strategy 
based on a multiple-channel approach; and iii) the use 
of the Internet as a channel to market is more common 
among  business-to-consumer  than  business-to-
business  firms.  However,  the  greater  usage  of  the 
Internet as a channel to market can often be explained 
by the digital nature of the products sold by firms, such 
as software and digital services.
The complexity of the market offering, and the extent to 
which  it  must  be  customized  and  configured  in  the 
sales  process,  affects  channel  selection  and  the 
programs  a  firm  delivers  to  support  its  channel 
partners. Highly-customized offerings require the firm 
to  deliver  extensive  configuration,  design,  training, 
support, and advice to customers and channel partners 
throughout  the  sales  process.  As  a  result,  complex 
offerings must be sold through "high-touch" channels 
(e.g., field sales representatives, value-added partners), 
who  are  able  to  provide  face-to-face  interaction  and 
guidance.  Conversely,  simple  products  that  require 
minimal,  if  any,  customization,  training,  support,  or 
advice  can  usually  be  sold  through  "low-touch" 
channels,  with  little  or  no  face-to-face  support  and 
interaction.  Low-touch  channels  can  reach  more 
customers at a lower cost. 
Examination of Six Technology Startups
The author set out to identify the channels to market 
used by born-global firms as well as the programs they 
used  to  support  their  channel  partners.  For  this 
purpose,  the  channels  to  market  of  six  born-global 
companies were examined during their first three years 
after inception. 
Each of the six technology startups examined: i) started 
exporting  in  the  first  12  months  after  inception;  ii) 
generated more than 50 percent of total sales through 
foreign  customers  and  created  more  than  six 
knowledge  jobs  three  years  after  inception;  and  iii) 
were founded between 2002 and 2009. Moreover, none 
of  these  startups  was  a  large-firm  spinoff  or  a  joint 
venture  of  large  firms.  All  six  companies  operated 
independently  for  three  years  after  inception  without 
being acquired.
Table 1 identifies the six technology startups examined. 
For each startup, Table 1 provides the country and year 
in which they were founded, and brief descriptions of 
their market offers. Table 1 shows that the six startups 
were  established  in  five  countries:  Australia,  Brazil, 
Colombia, Israel, and the United States. Three of these 
firms  were  founded  in  2002,  one  in  2005,  and  two  in 
2008.  The  sample  included  business-to-business  and 
business-to-consumer companies. 
Channels to Market
The  channels  to  market  used  by  the  six  startups 
examined  were  organized  into  five  channel  types: 
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(Direct  sales  channels),  Re-sellers  (Indirect  channels), 
and Direct sales force. Table 2 shows that none of the 
six  startups  combined  all  five  channel  types.  It  also 
shows that all six technology startups used the Internet 
as  a  channel  to  market;  however,  only  two  of  the  six 
startups used a relationship with a large multinational 
as a channel to market (Dewak S.A. and Sproxil). 
Four  startups  relied  on  three  channels,  one  of  which 
was  the  Internet  (Griaule  Biometrics,  Noja  Power 
Switchgear, Sproxil, and Tufin). Two startups relied on 
two channels, one of which was the Internet (Atlassian 
and Dewak S.A.). 
None of the six startups used distributors or re-sellers 
in  combination  with  the  Internet  and  a  relationship 
with a multinational.
Only  one  company  (Dewak  S.A.)  relied  solely  on  the 
Internet and a relationship with a large multinational as 
Table 1. The six technology firms in the sample
Table 2. Channels to market used by six firms in the sampleTechnology Innovation Management Review October 2012
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its channels to market. It was the only startup of the six 
shown  in  Table  2  that  offered  custom  software 
development. 
These  findings  are  consistent  with  studies  that  found 
that  the  Internet  does  not  replace  face-to-face  sales 
(Gabrielsson  and  Gabrielsson,  2010:  tinyurl.com/8d7sc6b; 
Moen et al., 2003: tinyurl.com/9enlltx). 
Partnership Programs and Website Features 
Used to Support Them
Table 3 shows that three of the six startups examined 
operated  partnership  programs.  Table  3  shows  that  a 
variety of features in the startups’ websites were used to 
support partnership programs. 
Channel Support Programs 
The support programs the six startups delivered to their 
channel  partners  and  customers  were  organized  into 
the following eight categories:
1. Educational: training, clinics, open houses 
2. Networks    and    Alliances:    social    ties,    inter-firm 
(business) networks
3. Promotional: contests, salesperson bonuses 
4.  Logistical:  physical  inventory  levels,  national  and 
regional warehousing
5. Commitment: channel partners are supported by all 
management levels
6.  Communications:  advisory  councils,  field  bulletins, 
newsletters,  performance  evaluations,  electronic  data, 
interchange
7.  Financial:  payment  terms,  credit,  leasing,  returns, 
discounts
8.  Marketing:  direct  mail,  qualified  leads,  exhibitions, 
cash on delivery, marketing plan, advertising
The  eight  categories  of  support  programs  combined 
those  identified  by  Rolnicki  (1998;  tinyurl.com/9ozgtto), 
Coviello  and  Munro  (1997;  tinyurl.com/9vyyebz),  and 
Gabrielsson and colleagues, (2008; tinyurl.com/998amz9). 
The  categories  were  rated  based  on  the  frequency  in 
which  startups  delivered  one  or  more  support 
programs  in  the  category  during  the  first  three  years 
from inception. For each of the eight categories, Table 4 
identifies the specific support programs delivered and 
the  number  of  startups  that  delivered  at  least  one 
support program within that category. 
Table  4  shows  that  all  six  startups  delivered 
communication  programs  to  support  their  channel 
partners  and  customers.  Of  the  six  startups,  four 
delivered  support  programs  in  three  categories: 
networks,  education,  and  marketing.  Three  startups 
delivered  support  programs  in  the  promotional 
category.  None  of  the  six  startups  delivered  support 
programs in the logistical and commitment categories. 
Table 3. Features in the websites of the six technology 
startups that supported channel partnersTechnology Innovation Management Review October 2012
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Conclusion 
This  article  identified  the  market  channels  and 
corresponding  support  programs  of  six  technology 
startups  that  internationalized  rapidly  from  inception. 
Tables 2 and 4 inform entrepreneurs about the market 
channels  and  channel  support  programs  of  the  six 
startups. 
All  six  of  the  technology  startups  examined  used  the 
Internet for sales; however, five of the six startups relied 
on additional channels to reach international markets. 
This suggests that born globals need to go beyond using 
the Internet to internationalize early and rapidly. 
The  six  startups  examined  also  provided  a  variety  of 
programs  to  support  their  market  channels.  While  all 
six  startups  delivered  communication  programs,  only 
four  of  the  startups  delivered  programs  focused  on 
networks, education, and marketing. 
Many entrepreneurs are able to take what is a great idea 
on paper, support it with well-prepared presentations, 
and secure access to grants or funding. However, they 
often  then  attempt  to  go  straight  to  market  without 
identifying their market channels and channel support 
programs.  Overlooking  these  key  steps  can  put  the 
entire venture at risk. Equally, many entrepreneurs are 
tempted  to  internationalize  rapidly  by  using  only  the 
Internet. The results presented here suggest that this is 
not  enough;  rapid  internationalization  requires  a 
variety  of  channels  from  the  start  to  market  on  a 
number of fronts. 
Entrepreneurs  can  use  the  results  of  this  study  to 
identify the market channel options available to them 
and  prioritize  their  investments  in  the  programs 
required  to  support  their  partners  and  customers. 
However,  more  research  is  needed  before 
entrepreneurs  can  effectively  explain  and  apply  the 
observations  provided  in  this  article.  Normative  rules 
and  practitioner-oriented  approaches  are  needed.  For 
example, we need to identify the factors that influence 
a  born  global  to  select  a  specific  combination  of 
channels to market over other combinations (e.g., why 
and  when  will  a  born  global  use  a  direct  sales  force 
instead  of  a  combination  of  distributors  and  re-
sellers?).  We  also  need  to  understand  whether  the 
nature of a startup’s business affects the combination 
of  channels  to  market  it  uses.  For  instance,  can  a 
startup that is not a custom software developer follow 
the  example  of  Dewak  S.A.  and  use  only  the  Internet 
and  a  relationship  with  a  multinational  company? 
Further  research  to  develop  normative  rules  and 
practitioner-oriented  approaches  would  help  us  find 
answers to such questions. 
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